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Description 



AUTOMOTIVE DOOR TRIM ASSEMBLY 
WITH REMOVABLE ACCESS PANEL 

Field of Invention 

[0001] The present application relates generally to automotive 
interiors, and more particularly to an automotive door 
trim assembly. 
Background of the Invention 

[0002] Conventional automotive doors are manufactured in a 

modular fashion wherein an outer skin, or exterior panel, 
is secured to one side of a structural door frame and an 
interior trim panel is secured to the opposite side of the 
door frame. Various door accessories are installed within 
the interior of the door, generally between the exterior 
panel and the interior trim panel. For example, door ac- 
cessories typically include a window lift assembly, locks, 
speakers, door operating and opening mechanisms, and 
other components. Because access to the interior door ac- 
cessories may be required during assembly, or when ser- 



vice is necessary, the interior door trim panel is often 
equipped with a removable access cover to facilitate ser- 
vice and/or removal of the interior door accessories with- 
out requiring the interior door trim to be completely re- 
moved from the door frame. Typically, the removable ac- 
cess panel is secured to the interior door frame by push- 
type retaining clips, wherein the access panel may be po- 
sitioned over an access opening in the interior door trim 
panel and force applied normal to the plane of the door 
and the access panel to force the retaining clips into fric- 
tional engagement with corresponding apertures formed 
in the interior door trim panel. Often, the access panel will 
support a conventional armrest and a handle for closing 
the door. 

[0003] one drawback of conventional access panels is that they 
are susceptible to improper or incomplete engagement of 
the clips with the corresponding apertures in the interior 
trim panel due to the fact that the interior door trim panel 
and the access panel are relatively flexible. When the clips 
are improperly engaged, the access panel may be loosely 
secured to the trim panel or may be perceived as being 
warped. Another drawback of conventional access panels 
for interior door trims is that they are susceptible to being 



prematurely dislodged from the interior trim panel if too 
much force is applied to the access panel in a direction 
normal to the panel, such as when the automobile door is 
being pulled closed. A need therefore exists for an interior 
door trim assembly having a removable access panel that 
overcomes drawbacks of the prior art, such as those de- 
scribed above. 
Summary of Invention 

[0004] The present invention provides an automotive door trim 

assembly comprising an interior door trim panel having an 
access opening for facilitating the installation and servic- 
ing of door accessories within a door assembly without 
requiring the entire trim panel to be removed from the 
door frame. An access panel is coupled to the door trim 
panel, over the access opening and is secured to the inte- 
rior trim panel by first and second connecting members 
respectively disposed on the door trim panel and access 
panel. The access panel is slidably movable relative to the 
trim panel between a first position wherein the access 
panel is removable from the door trim panel to expose the 
access opening, and a second position wherein the access 
panel is secured or locked on the door trim panel to cover 
the access opening. The sliding movement of the access 



panel is along a direction parallel to the surface of the 
trim panel and therefore will not be prematurely dislodged 
when force is applied to the access panel in a direction 
normal to the access panel, such as when the automobile 
door is pulled closed by a passenger. 
[0005] The first and second connecting members may integrally 
formed with the trim panel and the access panel, or may 
be separate components installed on the respective pan- 
els. The first and second connecting members may further 
include interlocking portions that cooperate to positively 
lock the access panel in the closed position. In one em- 
bodiment, the access panel has one or more flanges ex- 
tending outward from the periphery of the access panel, 
and additional connecting members are provided on the 
flanges. 

[0006] | n another embodiment of the invention, an automotive 
door assembly includes a door frame, an exterior panel 
coupled to the door frame, and an interior door trim as- 
sembly as described above coupled to the door frame, 
generally opposite the exterior panel. In yet another em- 
bodiment, a method of securing an access panel over an 
opening in an interior door trim panel includes, position- 
ing the access panel proximate the opening, sliding the 



access panel relative to the door trim panel and in a direc- 
tion parallel to a planar surface of the door trim panel, 
and respective connectors on the door trim panel and the 
access panel while sliding the access panel. 
[0007] The features and objectives of the present invention will 

become more readily apparent from the following Detailed 
Description taken in conjunction with the accompanying 
drawings. 
Brief Description of Drawings 

[0008] The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in 
and constitute a part of this specification, illustrate em- 
bodiments of the invention and, together with a general 
description of the invention given above, and the detailed 
description given below, serve to explain the invention. 

[0009] FIG. 1 is a perspective view of an automobile, including an 
exemplary door trim panel of the present invention; 

[0010] FIG. 2 is an exploded perspective view of the interior door 
trim panel of Fig. 1; 

[001 1] FIG. 3 is a perspective view of the back side of the remov- 
able access panel depicted in FIG. 2; and 

[0012] FIG. 4 is a partial cross-sectional view of the interior door 
trim panel of FIG. 2, taken along lines 4-4, with the access 
panel installed. 



Detailed Description 

[0013] Referring to FIG. 1, there is shown a conventional auto- 
mobile 10 having an automotive door assembly 12 with an 
interior door trim panel 18 according to the present in- 
vention. The door assembly 12 includes a structural frame 
14 to which an exterior panel, or skin, 16 is secured on an 
outwardly facing side of the frame 14, as known in the art. 
The interior door trim panel 18 is secured to the frame 14 
on the interior facing side of the door assembly 12, also 
as known in the art. The door assembly 12 is hingedly 
coupled to the automobile chassis for selective movement 
between open and closed positions. 

[0014] Referring now to FIG. 2 and 3, the interior door trim panel 
18 is shown in greater detail. The interior trim panel 18 
includes various accessories provided on or installed 
through the trim panel 18, such as a map pocket 22, a 
speaker grille 24, door locking components 26a, 26b, 
door opening components 28 and window opening com- 
ponents 30. In the embodiment shown, the interior trim 
panel 18 further includes an access opening 32 formed 
through the trim panel 18 to facilitate servicing and/or in- 
stalling or removing the various door accessories 22, 24, 
26a, 26b, 28, 30 without requiring the trim panel 18 to be 



completely removed from the door frame 14. The door 
assembly 12 also includes an access panel 20 that is se- 
cured to the trim panel 18 over the access opening 32. 
The access panel 20 includes a handle portion 21 and an 
armrest portion 23 formed on its front, or interiorly fac- 
ing, side surface 25. The access panel 20 is removably se- 
cured over the access opening 32 by cooperating first and 
second connecting members 40, 42 respectively disposed 
on the interior door trim panel 18 and the access panel 
20. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 2, the first connect- 
ing members 40 are integrally formed with the interior 
trim panel 18 and comprise bosses 46 that are offset from 
the peripheral edge 44 of the access opening 32 and to- 
ward an interior portion of the access opening 32 by in- 
wardly extending tabs 48. Apertures 50 are formed 
through the bosses 46, along directions parallel to the 
surface of the interior trim panel 18. 
[0015] with continued reference to FIG. 2 and referring further to 
FIGS. 3 and 4, the back side 52 of the access panel 20 in- 
cludes second connecting members 42 configured to si id— 
ably engage the first connecting members 40 on the inte- 
rior trim panel 18, whereby the access panel 20 can be 
secured to the interior door trim panel 18 by positioning 



the access panel 20 adjacent the opening 32 and sliding 
the access panel 20 generally along a direction parallel to 
the surface of the door trim panel 18. The access panel 20 
is slidable between a first position wherein access panel 
20 is removable from the interior trim panel 18 to expose 
the access opening 32, and a second position wherein the 
second connecting members 42 engage the first connect- 
ing members 40 to secure access panel 20 to the interior 
trim panel 18 to cover the access opening 32. 

[0016] | n the embodiment shown, the second connecting mem- 
bers 42 comprise base portions 54 extending outwardly 
from the back side 52 of the access panel 20, and upper 
portions 56 extending substantially parallel to the back 
side 52. The upper portions 56 are slidably received in the 
apertures 50 formed in the first connecting members 40. 
The distal ends of the upper portions 56 are formed with 
detents 58 which snap through the apertures 50 of the 
first connecting members 40 to provide a positive lock 
engagement between the first and second connecting 
members 40, 42 when the access panel 20 is properly po- 
sitioned over the access opening 32. 

[0017] | n the embodiment shown in FIGS. 2-4, the second con- 
necting members 42 are integrally formed with the access 



panel 20. It will be recognized, however, that either or 
both of the first and second connecting member 40, 42 
may alternatively be separate components that are at- 
tached to the respective panels 18, 20. 

[0018] The access panel 20 further includes flanges 60a, 60b 

formed around the peripheral edge of the access panel 20 
and extend outwardly from access panel 20. The flanges 
60a, 60b provide structural rigidity to the access panel 20 
to help resist bending of the access panel 20. In addition, 
one or more supplemental second connecting members 
42a may be provided on the flange 60a, as depicted in 
FIGS. 3 and 4, to engage corresponding apertures 62 
formed directly into the interior trim panel 18. 

[0019] while FIGS. 2-4 depict the access panel 20 as being com- 
pletely removable from the interior trim panel 18, it will 
be recognized that the access panel 20 may alternatively 
be configured to remain movably attached to the interior 
trim panel 18. In such an embodiment, the access panel 
20 may be slidably disengaged from the first connecting 
members 40 for movement of the access panel 20 from a 
closed position covering the access opening 32, to an 
open position wherein the interior space between the ex- 
terior panel 16 and interior trim panel 18 may be ac- 



cessed via the access opening 32. As a non-limiting ex- 
ample, the access panel 20 may be tethered at one end to 
the interior trim panel 18 by elongate supplemental sec- 
ond connecting members 42a provided on upturned 
flange member 60a, whereby the supplemental second 
connecting members 42a on flange member 60a remain 
engaged with apertures 62 formed through the interior 
trim panel 18 while other second connecting member 42 
are disengaged for respectively associated first connecting 
members 40 so that access panel 20 can be swung away 
from the access opening 32. 
[0020] The access panel 20 further includes a sealing member 
70, such as foam gasket material, disposed around the 
peripheral edge of the access panel 20, as depicted in FIG. 
3. When the access panel 20 is secured to the interior trim 
panel 18, the sealing material 70 provides a tight seal be- 
tween the access panel 20 and the interior trim panel 18 
to reduce or eliminate noise and air flow which might oth- 
erwise be transmitted into the passenger compartment of 
the automobile. While the sealing material 70 is depicted 
in FIG. 3 as being provided on the access panel 20, it will 
be recognized that the sealing material 70 may alterna- 
tively be provided around the perimeter of the access 



opening 32, as depicted in FIG. 2. 

[0021] while the present invention has been illustrated by the 
description of one or more embodiments thereof, and 
while the embodiments have been described in consider- 
able detail, they are not intended to restrict or in anyway 
limit the scope of the appended claims to such detail. Ad- 
ditional advantages and modifications will readily appear 
to those skilled in the art. The invention in its broader as- 
pects is therefore not limited to the specific details, repre- 
sentative apparatus and methods and illustrative exam- 
ples shown and described. Accordingly, departures may 
be made from such details without departing from the 
scope or spirit of Applicant's general inventive concept. 

[0022] WHAT IS CLAIMED IS: 



